
In and around the Jan Durkspolder (app. 300 ha)

part of the National Park "De Alde Feanen" in the

centre of the Province of Fryslân, a large nature

development project was realized. Marsh

development has been given new prospects by

soil removal and changes in water management.

This will increase the area of habitat for the

heavily threatened dutch root vole.

Reconstruction Jan Durkspolder:

New prospects 

for marshes and

the dutch root vole
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European concern

The Jan Durkspolder is situated in the south-eastern

part of National P ark "De Alde F eanen". Because of its

great importance for dutch nature, man y rules of

protection are applied in this area. The area is

appointed a Natur a 2000- area and is therefore part of

a large European network of protected areas.

The LIFE-project 'Habitat improvement for

Microtus oeconomus in Alde Feanen ' was carried

out in the period October 2004 to December

2006. 

De aim of the project is the conservation and

reenforcement of the dutch root vole population

(Microtus oeconomus arenicola) by the creation

of suitable wetland habitat in and around the 

Jan Durkspolder.



Threatened and protected

The root vole is a rather sturdy herbivorous vole, and

has a European protected status. The subspecies

found in the Netherlands (Microtus oeconomicus

arenicola) is extremely rare. It is found nowhere else

in the world. In a number of wetlands on the

mainland it still can be found, one of which is the

National Park "De Alde Feanen". In recent years,

populations of the dutch root vole in the Netherlands

are rapidly declining. This is why it has its protected

status. Apart from getting all kinds of protection, the

dutch root vole has a status as a very special

representative of a unique habitat type: the dutch

marshes.



Meadows to marsh

The dutch groundw ater dependant marshes ha v e a

unique species composition and ecology and are

therefore of international importance.

In order to create larger areas of this

remarkable landscape, It Frysk e Gea

ceased the dr aining of the Jan

Durkspolder in 1989, as a result of

which it largely inundated. A t the

same time, measures ha v e been

tak en to rewet the W olw arren and the

Lytse Mear .

Up till 20 years ago the Jan Durkspolder

consisted of vast meadows.

Attraction by water and marsh

As a result of the cessation of dr aining and the

rewetting of the western part, a combination of open

w ater , reed-lands, ruder als, shrubs and gr assland

ev olv ed. This attr acted large numbers

of for aging, roosting and breeding

birds such as different duck species,

the gr aylag goose, the barnacle goose

, the w aterr ail, the reed w arbler and

the bluethroat. A number of specific

insects and amphibians also found a

suitable place to liv e. In 2005 almost

200 moor frogs, a r are and protected

species, were found in the neighboring nature

reserv es W olw arren and Brêgeham.



Insufficient opportunities

The w ater management in the area could only be

slightly adjusted to the demands of marsh

dev elopment because of agricultur al activities around

the W olw arren and the Jan Durkspolder . The largest

bottleneck for the marsh dev elopment: the

unnatur ally constant w ater lev el, could not be

changed. In the W olw arren it sta y ed too dry for the

desired marsh dev elopment, whilst w ater lev els in the

Jan Durkspolder were still too high. The constant high

w ater lev el w as the most important factor inhibiting

the germination of w ater plants and reeds. In short:

the desired dev elopment of marsh did not start and

the threat to the population of the dutch root v ole

w as not tak en a way.

Working with and not against water

The purchase of about 100 ha of agricultur al land

around the Jan Durkspolder made it possible to ha ve

a better adjustment of the w ater management.

Luckily , the w ater qualit y in the Jan Durkspolder does

not hamper the conserv ation of the dutch root v ole

nor the dev elopment of v aluable marshes. And the

policy emplo y ed b y W etterskip Fryslân to further

impro v e the w ater qualit y will be

helpfull as well. 



Water level rotation

It Frysk e Gea devided the whole area into three sub

areas, each with its own optimal w ater lev el

management. The most

important measures were

r aising the w ater lev el and

increasing w ater lev el

dynamics.

On top of the natur al seasonal fluctuation

(high lev els in winter , low lev els in

summer) in the two lower parts

Westersanning and Jan Durkspolder , a

multiy ear w ater lev el rotation is put into

effect. This means that these two sub

areas in turns will be managed as marsh for

a number of y ears (dry period) after which

they will be inundated for sev er al y ears (wet

period). In the y ears with low w ater lev els marsh

plants and willows will germinate on the dry slicks.

During wintertime these seedlings will partly be lost

again, in spring the remaining ma y dev elop further .

Most plants will be lost again when the dry period is

replaced b y the wet period. 

By applying this multiy ear w ater lev el rotation the

two sub areas will complement each other

continuously . This means that together they will

alw ays contain suitable habitat for all the target

species, among which man y species of w ater fowl and

the dutch root v ole.



From planning to realization

Changing or adapting a nature area is never done in

the wink of an eye. A lot of preparation was done

before the work in the Jan Durkspolder started, such

as determination of the scope, and carrying out

preliminary research. This was necessary, not only for

mapping goals and evaluations, but also for getting

official permission to start the project. Reference data

were acquired for plant and animal groups, and

preliminary research was done on archaeology,

pedology and hydrology.

The work starts

In 2006 the project area was transformed. High water

level and low water level circuits were constructed for

inlet and drainage of water. Through adjusted and

newly dug watercourses,

pumping stations, inlets,

and culverts water can

now be moved between

and within the sub areas.

The most prominent

'constructions' used in

water level management

are the new drainage

windmills. They are used

for drainage of the polders with multiyear water level

rotation.

The low water level circuit is not only used for

drainage, but also to avoid damage to surrounding

meadows and premises. 



The high water level circuit has a second purpose as

well, it is made part of a waterway

for canoeing and rowing. In the

central part of the Westersanning

soil was removed to keep it wet

continuously; with this soil the

edge of the area was raised, to

prevent flooding of the

surroundings. The same way soil

was extracted from the project area

for raising all embankments.

Informing the public

Apart from the actual construction work it is

important to inform the public of your actions. For

this reason information sessions were organized, in

particular for the neighboring community, and articles

were published in local newspapers and newsletters.

Information shields are placed at three locations as

well. 

Water containment

If necessary Wetterskip Fryslân may use the area

to contain water from surrounding areas. In case

of emergency the Water Management Agency is

allowed to let water into the low water level

polder area. For this an agreement is made.

Wetterskip Fryslân has to control damage to

nature when it uses the area.



Perspective

It is expected that b y the increase of w ater lev el

dynamics the dev elopment of marshes will start. In

the dr ained polders at first pioneer species such

as broadleaf cattail, marsh flea wort and common

reed will establish. Later , inundated reeds and on

a smaller scale reed-lands will dev elop . All

together the area will attain the char acteristics

of a nutrient rich marsh with its specific flor a and

fauna such as the curlew , the sho v eler , the reed

bunting, the w aterr ail, the w ater shrew , harv est

mouse, the blacktailed skimmer and the blue

tailed damselfly . A t later stages, when larger

areas of marshes and reed-lands more than one

y ear old ha v e dev eloped, red list species ma y

establish such as bearded tit, spotted cr ak e and the

reed w arbler . De moor frog, common

toad  and the weatherfish will be prey

for the purple heron and the bittern.



Glance into the future

To get an impression of the future nature of the Jan

Durkspolder and surroundings we recommend a visit

to the nearb y Kr aanlannen, where It Frysk e Gea

already applies w ater lev el rotation for sev er al y ears.

Already in the Jan Durkspolder some dev elopments

reflect the future situation, because in the summer

of 2005 there w as an experiment with dr ainage.

Lowering the w ater lev el created man y muddy edges,

to which the common spoonbill and

the a v ocet were attr acted

immediately . The muddy edges were

colored y ellow b y the specific pioneer

v egetation with sev er al bur marigold

species and the br assbuttons, an

originally south african species. This is

remarkable because br assbuttons

r arely occur this far inland .



Keeping in touch

In recent y ears, a description is made of the w ater

management and data are recorded about the dutch

root v ole, birds, amphibians and fish. These are

described as starting point for future reference. In

due time, part of the research will be repeated. In

this w ay it can be judged if the project has had the

desired effects. Unfa v our able dev elopments on the

other hand can also be detected in time, in order to

be able to tak e proper action.

Survival 

The dutch root v ole is not v ery particular in its choice

of food and liv es in all kinds of open, moist

landscapes. Y et its occurrence in the Netherlands is

v ery limited. This is caused b y the fact that the dutch

root v ole is v ery sensitiv e to competition b y other

v ole species such as the common v ole and

the field v ole. Because of this struggle

for living space, the dutch root v ole can

only surviv e in v ery wet and/or

periodically inundated reeds and

ruder al v egetation, where common

v ole and field v ole can not thriv e. Marshes with

fluctuating w ater lev el and inundation during winter

are therefore v ery suitable to the dutch root v ole.

The dutch root vole is also under threat outside

the project area, which is caused by habitat loss.

This is why it is appointed a priority species in

the framework of the habitat guidelines.



Counting voles

In October 2004 the VZZ (Vereniging voor

Zoogdierkunde en Zoogdierbescherming, the dutch

Society for the Study and Conservation of Mammals)

probed with life traps to establish the reference data

for the dutch root vole population in the Jan

Durkspolder and surroundings. In the Lytse Mear a

small number of dutch root vole were found. It is

expected that after the reconstruction the dutch root

vole population will expand and be less vulnerable.

Several years after the reconstruction follow-up

studies will be done. The results of these will be

compared with the results of the research done

before the start of the project, to study the changes

in the dutch root vole population.



For people as well

The reconstruction of the Jan Durkspolder and close

surroundings is first and foremost aimed at its

benefits for nature. Howev er, people are allowed to

enjo y this interesting natur al

en vironment as well. From

the birdw atching hut and

from the cy cle path along the

Wolw arren one has a

magnificent view already on

the area for sev er al y ears.

During the reconstruction

footpaths were made and

canoe routes were set up b y

which visitors can enter the

area. By the new lak e a second

birdw atching hut w as placed.



Cooperation

The new structures and services to the public demand

large in v estments. In total, the project costed around

1.2 million euros. 

This project could be done thanks to the financial

support of the European Union (LIFE), the dutch

ministry of Agriculture, Nature and F ood Qualit y, the

Province of Fryslân and W etterskip Fryslân. Apart

from that, the construction of the services to the

public w as supported b y the Hedwig Carolina

Stichting.

It Fryske Gea has carried out a large project with

financial support by LIFE-Nature for the first

time in 2000: the salt marsh plan Noard-Fryslân

Bûtendyks. The reconstruction of the Jan

Durkspolder and surroundings is the second

LIFE-Nature project done by It Fryske Gea.



Natur a 2000 labels a European network of protected

areas. The network is the cornerstone of the

European policy on nature. By means of this network

Europe w ants to maintain and protect biodiv ersit y in

its member states, which is the whole of species and

habitats. All areas appointed within the fr amework of

Bird guidelines and Habitat guidelines are part of the

Natur a 2000 network.

The protection of special habitats and species in the

Natur a 2000 network not only tak es a lot of labor , it

is also v ery expensiv e. The European Union lik es to

support the work in a number of ex emplary projects

and therefore instated the LIFE-Nature fund. 

For further information:

www .dealdefeanen.nl

It Frysk e Gea

Postbus 3

9244 ZN Beetsterzw aag

Tel.: 0512 - 38 14 48

Fax.: 0512 - 38 29 73

E-mail: info@frysk egea.nl

Internet: www .itfrysk egea.nl
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